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FOREWORD

by Bishop Robert Barron

Y

In many ways, St. Benedict of Nursia is the most pivotal of all the 
pivotal players, for perhaps more than anyone else, he contributed 

to saving Western culture. At a time when Roman order had collapsed 
and barbarian invaders were picking through the rubble of a once great 
civilization, Benedict founded the religious community that would, in 
time, preserve the best of the old and allow for the emergence of a par-
ticularly Christian way of life. The spiritual descendants of St. Benedict 
relentlessly preserved Cicero, Plato, Aristotle—everything of value that 
we have from the ancient world. And it is absolutely no exaggeration 
to say that, without Benedict, there would be no John Henry Newman, 
Ignatius of Loyola, or Thomas Aquinas.

St. Benedict himself, however, remains a relatively elusive figure. 
The principal source for information about his life is the biography by 
Pope Saint Gregory the Great, written about fifty years after Benedict’s 
death. In line with the custom of the time, Gregory’s account is mas-
sively hagiographical and filled with stories of the fantastic and the 
miraculous. But from his narrative, we can cull a number of historically 
reliable details.

Benedict was born in the region of Nursia, north of Rome, around 
the year 480, shortly after the date generally accepted for the fall of 
the Empire. It appears his parents were well-to-do, perhaps nobility, for 
they had the means to send him to Rome for formal studies. But while 
in the Eternal City, sometime at the beginning of the sixth century, 
the young Benedict became disgusted with the corruption and lascivi-
ousness of his fellow students. And so he fled from the city and sought 
to “please God alone,” finding refuge in a cave on a cliffside near the 
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little town of Subiaco, about forty-five miles east of Rome. The three 
years that Benedict spent as a hermit in the cave of Subiaco was a time 
a gestation and spiritual deepening. Eventually, he established a dozen 
small monastic communities around Subiaco. In 530, he founded the 
great house of Monte Cassino, a Benedictine monastery that endures 
to the present day, functioning as the mother house of the worldwide 
Benedictine family. 

St. Gregory tells a charming story. It has to do with his twin sis-
ter, Scholastica, a woman deeply devoted to God. As was her custom, 
Scholastica came to visit her brother in a small building just outside the 
monastery. The two of them engaged in intense theological conversa-
tion long into the night. When Benedict announced that it was time for 
him to go, Scholastica begged him to stay. When he continued to insist 
that he return to the main house, his sister bowed her head in prayer. 
Immediately, a terrific storm blew up, which prevented Benedict from 
leaving. Smiling knowingly at Scholastica, he remained, and the two of 
them spoke of divine things until dawn. 

What drove this young man out to do this work? It was the deep 
conviction that authentic Christian life could not be lived within the 
ordinary cultural framework of his time. He felt that he had to hunker 
down to preserve and protect a form of life that could, in time, influence 
the wider culture and create the conditions for a new civilization. We’ve 
seen this rhythm often in the history of the Church: retreat, preserva-
tion, re-assertion.

During his years at Monte Cassino, Benedict labored on the regula 
(the Rule) for his communities, which in time would exercise a decisive 
influence on the development of monasticism in the West, and which 
is followed to this day by Benedictines the world over. In the very first 
words of The Rule, Benedict tells his monks: “This message of mine is 
for you, then, if you are ready to give up your own will, once and for all, 
and armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedience to do battle 
for the true King, Christ the Lord.” From a Biblical perspective, the fun-
damental problem is always lack of obedience to a power already at work 
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in us that can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine. Therefore, 
the life of a Benedictine monk revolves around and is conditioned by 
prayer. Following the example of the Psalmist, who said that he chanted 
the praises of God seven times a day, Benedict commands his monks to 
pray formally seven times each day. 

Along with prayer, the other essential aspect of Benedictine life 
is work—hence the Benedictine motto, Ora et Labora. To be sure, work 
was and is essential for the maintenance of a monastery, but it also has 
a profoundly spiritual purpose. In the section of The Rule dealing with 
the qualities of the Cellarer, for example, Benedict says that he should 
“regard all utensils and goods of the monastery as sacred vessels of the 
altar.” His point is that the ordinary work of farming or harvesting or 
writing or cleaning is a means of offering praise to the Lord. 

In The Rule we also find a great emphasis on humility (for which 
Benedict delineates twelve degrees), community life, and radical pov-
erty. But one of the most remarkable features is the welcoming of 
guests. Chapter 53 begins with this straightforward remark: “All guests 
who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ.” Benedict says 
that the moment a visitor is announced, the superior and the brothers 
should hasten to greet him and to show him “all the courtesy of love.” 
Throughout the guest’s stay, the brothers should indicate to him, by a 
nod of the head or a prostration of the body, that they are adoring the 
Christ that they see in him. Moreover, the abbot himself should wash 
the hands of a visitor and, aided by the entire community, wash the 
visitor’s feet. I can personally testify that these rules of extraordinary 
hospitality are still followed in Benedictine houses all over the world. 
(When I arrived at the great monastery of Citeaux in France, the Abbot 
indeed washed my hands in the presence of the entire community.) As 
many have indicated, this almost exaggerated openness to visitors is 
what has prevented Benedictine life from turning in on itself, becoming 
withdrawn and sectarian. 

Even as they cultivated a distinctive and radical form of 
Christianity, Benedictines knew, from the beginning, that their life was 
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for the world. Set apart, yes; but precisely on behalf of the wider civili-
zation.

And this is precisely what the life and rule of that cave-dwelling 
young man did: they changed the world.



PART ONE

THE RULE

St. Benedict of Nursia
edited by Timothy Fry, O.S.B.
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PREFACE

Y

Pope John Paul II addressed two documents in 1981 to the entire 
Catholic Church and to “all men and women of good will.” 

Inspired by a most urgent desire to help people improve their basic 
human relations, he wrote the encyclical “On Human Work” and the 
apostolic exhortation “The Role of the Family in Modern Society.” St. 
Benedict’s times were as turbulent as our own, though for very different 
reasons. He wrote his Rule primarily for monks, but its sound principles 
for working together and living together have proved relevant to people 
of all classes of society through fifteen hundred years.

Benedict (c. 480-547) lived in sixth-century Italy when the great 
Roman Empire was disintegrating. Rome had fallen to the barbarians in 
410 and was sacked again in 455. Romulus Augustulus, the last emperor, 
was deposed in 476. Theodoric of the Ostrogoths maintained peace 
during a long reign (493-526), but upon his death the Eastern emperor 
Justinian tried to regain Rome, and through the remaining years of the 
century there was constant war as other barbarian tribes invaded the 
Italian peninsula.

Sometime during the reign of Theodoric, Benedict as a young 
man left his native Nursia in Umbria to attend school in Rome, but 
became disgusted with the paganism he saw and renounced the world 
to live in solitude in a cave at Subiaco, some thirty miles east of Rome. 
Evidently he had undergone a deep religious experience. In time he 
came to the notice of people in the neighborhood, and some monks 
asked him to be their abbot. He consented with reluctance, and after 
some time the recalcitrant monks sought to poison him. Later another 
group of monks joined him, and he established twelve monasteries of 
twelve monks each.
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Experience with the envy of the local clergy led Benedict to aban-
don this settlement, and with some disciples he founded a monastery 
on the mountain above Cassino, about eighty miles south of Rome. 
His fame as a holy person spread throughout the area; even the king 
of the Goths, Totila, came to see him. About the year 547 he died. 
Pope St. Gregory the Great (pope 590-604), whose second book of The 
Dialogues is the only source for information on St. Benedict, notes that 
St. Scholastica was his sister (traditionally known as his twin sister).

Apart from these meager facts, nothing more is known of the life 
of St. Benedict. But most of the information from St. Gregory can be 
corroborated by other historical events of the time. Gregory did not set 
out to write a biography; his purpose was to show that there were holy 
people in Italy, not just in the East, and that St. Benedict was a great 
miracle-worker. He mentions The Rule of St. Benedict and commends 
it for its discretion and lucidity of style. “If anyone wishes to know his 
character and life more precisely, he may find in the ordinances of that 
Rule a complete account of the abbot’s practice; for the holy man can-
not have taught otherwise than as he lived.”

Writers after St. Gregory have noted the same discretion in St. 
Benedict’s Rule, and this quality more than any other accounts in great 
part for its longevity. The fact that many men and women throughout 
the world live it today is supporting evidence.

In the unsettled, strife-torn Italy of the sixth century, Benedict’s 
Rule offered definitive direction and established an ordered way of life 
that gave security and stability. He sought to lay down “nothing harsh, 
nothing burdensome,” but was intent on encouraging the person com-
ing to the monastery: “Do not be daunted immediately by fear and run 
away from the road that leads to salvation.”

Benedict calls his Rule “a little rule for beginners.” It contains 
directions for all aspects of the monastic life, from establishing the 
abbot as superior, the arrangement of psalms for prayers, measures for 
correction of faults, to details of clothing and the amount of food and 
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drink. The reader will note that some customs are outmoded today, and 
monks have accordingly modified some of these.

St. Benedict taught that if the monk seeks to answer the call of 
God—“If you hear his voice today, do not harden your heart”—then 
he must put all else aside and follow the teaching of Christ in obe-
dience. To this end St. Benedict established a “school for the Lord’s 
service,” a place where monks learn to serve the Lord in obedience to 
their abbot, who “is believed to hold the place of Christ.” His spirituality 
is Christocentric: “the love of Christ must come before all else.” After a 
year of trial, the novice promises stability, fidelity to monastic life, and 
obedience. St. Benedict expected his monks to advance on the “path of 
God’s commandments, [their] hearts overflowing with the inexpressible 
delight of love.”

Benedict was a keen observer of human nature and realized that 
people often fail (the abbot must “distrust his own frailty”). He was con-
cerned to help the weak, and consequently he enjoined that the abbot 
“so regulate and arrange all matters that souls may be saved and the 
brothers may go about their activities without justifiable grumbling.” 
Benedict looked to the heart; he sought a spirit of willingness (“First 
and foremost, there must be no word or sign of the evil grumbling, no 
manifestation of it for any reason at all”) and sincerity (“Never give a 
hollow greeting of peace”; “Let us stand to sing the psalms in such a way 
that our minds are in harmony with our voices”).

The so-called penal code (chs. 23-30, 43-46) is more accurately 
seen as correctional measures designed for the reformation and heal-
ing of the person, not a rigid, brutal structure imposed legalistically. St. 
Benedict stressed the importance of the person and the relationship of 
persons living together. He respected the freedom of the person (the 
novice is free to leave at any time; the monk who leaves may be received 
back even a third time). If there is strictness, the purpose is to “amend 
faults and safeguard love.” He directed the abbot to “arrange everything 
that the strong have something to yearn for and the weak nothing to 
run from.” It is a humane approach to personal relationships. But it is 
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an approach based on the supernatural: “that in all things God may be 
glorified.” Benedict was a God-oriented man leading like-minded people 
on the way of the Gospel. In St. Gregory’s words, he was a man of God 
(vir Dei).

Rev. Timothy Fry, O.S.B.
St. Benedict’s Abbey
Atchison, Kansas
Feast of St. Benedict
21 March 1982
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Y

1Listen carefully, my son, to the master’s instructions, and attend to 
them with the ear of your heart. This is advice from a father who 

loves you; welcome it, and faithfully put it into practice. 2The labor 
of obedience will bring you back to him from whom you had drifted 
through the sloth of disobedience. 3This message of mine is for you, 
then, if you are ready to give up your own will, once and for all, and 
armed with the strong and noble weapons of obedience to do battle for 
the true King, Christ the Lord.

4First of all, every time you begin a good work, you must pray to 
him most earnestly to bring it to perfection. 5In his goodness, he has 
already counted us as his sons, and therefore we should never grieve him 
by our evil actions. 6With his good gifts which are in us, we must obey 
him at all times that he may never become the angry father who disin-
herits his sons, 7nor the dread lord, enraged by our sins, who punishes us 
forever as worthless servants for refusing to follow him to glory.

8Let us get up then, at long last, for the Scriptures rouse us when 
they say: It is high time for us to arise from sleep (Rom 13:11). 9Let us open 
our eyes to the light that comes from God, and our ears to the voice 
from heaven that every day calls out this charge: 10If you hear his voice 
today, do not harden your hearts (Ps 95:8). 11And again: You that have ears 
to hear, listen to what the Spirit says to the churches (Rev 2:7). 12And what 
does he say? Come and listen to me, sons; I will teach you the fear of the 
Lord (Ps 34:11). 13Run while you have the light of life, that the darkness of 
death may not overtake you (John 12:35).

14Seeking his workman in a multitude of people, the Lord calls out 
to him and lifts his voice again: 15Is there anyone here who yearns for life 
and desires to see good days? (Ps 34:12) 16If you hear this and your answer 
is “I do,” God then directs these words to you: 17If you desire true and 
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eternal life, keep your tongue free from vicious talk and your lips from all 
deceit; turn away from evil and do good; let peace be your quest and aim 
(Ps 34:13-14). 18Once you have done this, my eyes will be upon you and 
my ears will listen for your prayers; and even before you ask me, I will say 
to you: Here I am (Isa 58:9). 19What, dear brothers, is more delightful 
than this voice of the Lord calling to us? 20See how the Lord in his love 
shows us the way of life. 21Clothed then with faith and the performance 
of good works, let us set out on this way, with the Gospel for our guide, 
that we may deserve to see him who has called us to his kingdom (1 Thess 
2:12).

22If we wish to dwell in the tent of this kingdom, we will never 
arrive unless we run there by doing good deeds. 23But let us ask the 
Lord with the Prophet: Who will dwell in your tent, Lord; who will find 
rest upon your holy mountain? (Ps 15:1) 24After this question, brothers, 
let us listen well to what the Lord says in reply, for he shows us the way 
to his tent. 25One who walks without blemish, he says, and is just in all his 
dealings; 26who speaks the truth from his heart and has not practiced deceit 
with his tongue; 27who has not wronged a fellowman in any way, nor listened 
to slanders against his neighbor (Ps 15:2-3). 28He has foiled the evil one, the 
devil, at every turn, flinging both him and his promptings far from the 
sight of his heart. While these temptations were still young, he caught 
hold of them and dashed them against Christ (Ps 15:4; 137:9). 29These peo-
ple fear the Lord, and do not become elated over their good deeds; they 
judge it is the Lord’s power, not their own, that brings about the good 
in them. 30They praise (Ps 15:4) the Lord working in them, and say with 
the Prophet: Not to us, Lord, not to us give the glory, but to your name 
alone (Ps 115:1). 31In just this way Paul the Apostle refused to take credit 
for the power of his preaching. He declared: By God’s grace I am what 
I am (1 Cor 15:10). 32And again he said: He who boasts should make his 
boast in the Lord (2 Cor 10:17). 33That is why the Lord says in the Gospel: 
Whoever hears these words of mine and does them is like a wise man who 
built his house upon rock; 34the floods came and the winds blew and beat 
against the house, but it did not fall: it was founded on rock (Matt 7:24-25).
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35With this conclusion, the Lord waits for us daily to translate into 
action, as we should, his holy teachings. 36Therefore our life span has 
been lengthened by way of a truce, that we may amend our misdeeds. 
37As the Apostle says: Do you not know that the patience of God is leading 
you to repent (Rom 2:4)? 38And indeed the Lord assures us in his love: 
I do not wish the death of the sinner, but that he turn back to me and live 
(Ezek 33:11).

39Brothers, now that we have asked the Lord who will dwell in his 
tent, we have heard the instruction for dwelling in it, but only if we ful-
fill the obligations of those who live there. 40We must, then, prepare our 
hearts and bodies for the battle of holy obedience to his instructions. 
41What is not possible to us by nature, let us ask the Lord to supply by 
the help of his grace. 42If we wish to reach eternal life, even as we avoid 
the torments of hell, 43then—while there is still time, while we are in 
this body and have time to accomplish all these things by the light of 
life—44we must run and do now what will profit us forever.

45Therefore we intend to establish a school for the Lord’s service. 
46In drawing up its regulations, we hope to set down nothing harsh, 
nothing burdensome. 47The good of all concerned, however, may 
prompt us to a little strictness in order to amend faults and to safeguard 
love. 48Do not be daunted immediately by fear and run away from the 
road that leads to salvation. It is bound to be narrow at the outset. 49But 
as we progress in this way of life and in faith, we shall run on the path 
of God’s commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpress-
ible delight of love. 50Never swerving from his instructions, then, but 
faithfully observing his teaching in the monastery until death, we shall 
through patience share in the sufferings of Christ that we may deserve 
also to share in his kingdom. Amen.
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Chapter 1 

The Kinds of Monks

V

1There are clearly four kinds of monks. 2First, there are the cenobites, 
that is to say, those who belong to a monastery, where they serve 

under a rule and an abbot.
3Second, there are the anchorites or hermits, who have come 

through the test of living in a monastery for a long time, and have 
passed beyond the first fervor of monastic life. 4Thanks to the help and 
guidance of many, they are now trained to fight against the devil. 5They 
have built up their strength and go from the battle line in the ranks of 
their brothers to the single combat of the desert. Self-reliant now, with-
out the support of another, they are ready with God’s help to grapple 
single-handed with the vices of body and mind.

6Third, there are the sarabaites, the most detestable kind of monks, 
who with no experience to guide them, no rule to try them as gold is tried 
in a furnace (Prov 27:21), have a character as soft as lead. 7Still loyal to 
the world by their actions, they clearly lie to God by their tonsure. 8Two 
or three together, or even alone, without a shepherd, they pen them-
selves up in their own sheepfolds, not the Lord’s. Their law is what they 
like to do, whatever strikes their fancy. 9Anything they believe in and 
choose, they call holy; anything they dislike, they consider forbidden.

10Fourth and finally, there are the monks called gyrovagues, who 
spend their entire lives drifting from region to region, staying as guests 
for three or four days in different monasteries. 11Always on the move, 
they never settle down, and are slaves to their own wills and gross appe-
tites. In every way they are worse than sarabaites.
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12It is better to keep silent than to speak of all these and their 
disgraceful way of life. 13Let us pass them by, then, and with the help of 
the Lord, proceed to draw up a plan for the strong kind, the cenobites.
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Chapter 2

Qualities of the Abbot

V

1To be worthy of the task of governing a monastery, the abbot must 
always remember what his title signifies and act as a superior should. 

2He is believed to hold the place of Christ in the monastery, since he 
is addressed by a title of Christ, 3as the Apostle indicates: You have 
received the spirit of adoption of sons by which we exclaim, abba, father 
(Rom 8:15). 4Therefore, the abbot must never teach or decree or com-
mand anything that would deviate from the Lord’s instructions. 5On 
the contrary, everything he teaches and commands should, like the 
leaven of divine justice, permeate the minds of his disciples. 6Let the 
abbot always remember that at the fearful judgment of God, not only his 
teaching but also his disciples’ obedience will come under scrutiny. 7The 
abbot must, therefore, be aware that the shepherd will bear the blame 
wherever the father of the household finds that the sheep have yielded 
no profit. 8Still, if he has faithfully shepherded a restive and disobedient 
flock, always striving to cure their unhealthy ways, it will be otherwise: 
9the shepherd will be acquitted at the Lord’s judgment. Then, like the 
Prophet, he may say to the Lord: I have not hidden your justice in my 
heart; I have proclaimed your truth and your salvation (Ps 40:11), but they 
spurned and rejected me (Isa 1:2; Ezek 20:27). 10Then at last the sheep that 
have rebelled against his care will be punished by the overwhelming 
power of death.

11Furthermore, anyone who receives the name of abbot is to 
lead his disciples by a twofold teaching: 12he must point out to them 
all that is good and holy more by example than by words, proposing 
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the commandments of the Lord to receptive disciples with words, but 
demonstrating God’s instructions to the stubborn and the dull by a liv-
ing example. 13Again, if he teaches his disciples that something is not 
to be done, then neither must he do it, lest after preaching to others, he 
himself be found reprobate (1 Cor 9:27) 14and God some day call to him 
in his sin: How is it that you repeat my just commands and mouth my cov-
enant when you hate discipline and toss my words behind you (Ps 50:16-17)? 
15And also this: How is it that you can see a splinter in your brother’s eye, 
and never notice the plank in your own (Matt 7:3)?

16The abbot should avoid all favoritism in the monastery. 17He is 
not to love one more than another unless he finds someone better in 
good actions and obedience. 18A man born free is not to be given higher 
rank than a slave who becomes a monk, except for some other good 
reason. 19But the abbot is free, if he sees fit, to change anyone’s rank as 
justice demands. Ordinarily, everyone is to keep to his regular place, 
20because whether slave or free, we are all one in Christ (Gal 3:28; Eph 6:8) 
and share alike in bearing arms in the service of the one Lord, for God 
shows no partiality among persons (Rom 2:11). 21Only in this are we dis-
tinguished in his sight: if we are found better than others in good works 
and in humility. 22Therefore, the abbot is to show equal love to everyone 
and apply the same discipline to all according to their merits.

23In his teaching, the abbot should always observe the Apostle’s 
recommendation, in which he says: Use argument, appeal, reproof (2 Tim 
4:2). 24This means that he must vary with circumstances, threatening 
and coaxing by turns, stern as a taskmaster, devoted and tender as only 
a father can be. 25With the undisciplined and restless, he will use firm 
argument; with the obedient and docile and patient, he will appeal for 
greater virtue; but as for the negligent and disdainful, we charge him 
to use reproof and rebuke. 26He should not gloss over the sins of those 
who err, but cut them out while he can, as soon as they begin to sprout, 
remembering the fate of Eli, priest of Shiloh (1 Sam 2:11-4:18). 27For 
upright and perceptive men, his first and second warnings should be 
verbal; 28but those who are evil or stubborn, arrogant or disobedient, he 
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can curb only by blows or some other physical punishment at the first 
offense. It is written, The fool cannot be corrected with words (Prov 29:19); 
29and again, Strike your son with a rod and you will free his soul from death 
(Prov 23:14).

30The abbot must always remember what he is and remember what 
he is called, aware that more will be expected of a man to whom more 
has been entrusted. 31He must know what a difficult and demanding 
burden he has undertaken: directing souls and serving a variety of tem-
peraments, coaxing, reproving and encouraging them as appropriate. 
32He must so accommodate and adapt himself to each one’s character 
and intelligence that he will not only keep the flock entrusted to his 
care from dwindling, but will rejoice in the increase of a good flock. 
33Above all, he must not show too great concern for the fleeting and 
temporal things of this world, neglecting or treating lightly the welfare 
of those entrusted to him. 34Rather, he should keep in mind that he has 
undertaken the care of souls for whom he must give an account. 35That 
he may not plead lack of resources as an excuse, he is to remember what 
is written: Seek first the kingdom of God and his justice, and all these things 
will be given you as well (Matt 6:33), 36and again, Those who fear him lack 
nothing (Ps 34:10).

37The abbot must know that anyone undertaking the charge of 
souls must be ready to account for them. 38Whatever the number of 
brothers he has in his care, let him realize that on judgment day he will 
surely have to submit a reckoning to the Lord for all their souls—and 
indeed for his own as well. 39In this way, while always fearful of the 
future examination of the shepherd about the sheep entrusted to him 
and careful about the state of others’ accounts, he becomes concerned 
also about his own, 40and while helping others to amend by his warn-
ings, he achieves the amendment of his own faults.




